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Story and photo by
SSgt. Linda Mitchell

April 5th was Sergeant Andrews' first wedding
anniversary, and he wanted to do something special
to celebrate with his wife.

He decided to take her to dinner and dancing. He
discovered by calling the base noncommissioned
officers (NCO) club that the band playing that night
was one he and his wife enjoyed. He then made
special arrangements with the club's caterer for a
cake and a bottle of champagne to be served after
dinner.

"The first priority of open mess management
specialists is to make sure customers like Sergeant
Andrews are happy with the service they receive,
whether it's an anniversary party, enjoying a relax-
ing hour after work or just cashing a check," said
Staff Sgt. David Stanton, an open mess management
specialist at Langley Air Force Base, Va.

"The. most enjoyable part of our job is making sure
arrangements like these go smoothly," he said. "We
do this by hiring the best people for the job, includ-
ing caterers, chefs, waiters and waitresses, bar-
tenders and other club personnel."

Open mess management specialists work mainly
behind the scenes. They are accountants, personnel
managers, inventory clerks and entertainment direc-
tors all rolled into one. "As financial managers,"
Stanton explained, "we keep track of how every
penny received by the club is spent. This includes
ordering the kitchen, dining room and bar stocks
and supplies, and paying employee wages."

Knowing when to buy or replenish stocks and
supplies entails daily inventories. Open mess
management specialists check stocks, such as silver-
ware, china, glassware and table linens and account
for losses due to breakage or wear.

NCO clubs are a prime source of entertainment for
military members and their families. Most NCO
clubs have pool tables, pinball machines and other
mechanical games.

"Open mess management specialists also hire local
bands, singers and disc jockeys for weekly or month-
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ly engagements," Stanton said. "We gauge the
customers' reactions to each entertainment, and try
to continue hiring the most popular ones."

Entertainment combines with the catering aspect
of the job in many ways. "We cater private and
official in-club functions, including weddings, birth-
day and anniversary parties, military dinner dances,
and military school graduations.

"Any of these events could entail setting up
separate dining rooms; catering duties, such as
special cakes, food, drinks and decorations; hiring
entertainment, and making sure all necessary club
personnel are on duty," Stanton added. In addition,
they provide food and refreshments for activities out-
side the club, including base sports events, open
houses and other official functions.

People holding degrees in restaurant management
or culinary arts, or having experience working in
the field, may enlist with a contract guarantee to
enter the open mess management specialist career
field after basic training. "This includes experience
as fast-food restaurant managers," Stanton said.
"Restaurant management and culinary arts courses
taken in high schools or vocational-technical schools
are invaluable. However, people can also enter the
Air Force in another career field, take some of these
courses during their off-duty time, and then retrain
into this field."

Open mess management specialist training is
taught in a seven-week course at Keesler Air Force
Base, Miss. Students learn the basics of club opera-
tions, including bookkeeping and inventory pro-
cedures. They also learn techniques to work effec-
tively with customers and club personnel.

"Most of the job must be learned in the field,
however," Stanton added, "because each day may
present a new or unique challenge, such as a band
that doesn't show up on time, or a personnel situa-
tion that must be dealt with. Most open mess
management specialists work long hours every day
to ensure every operation is handled properly."

Stanton emphasizes, however, that job satisfaction
more than justifies the long hours. "If the club's
operations run smoothly, our customers are happy.
That's our number one priority."O
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